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A great deal of attention is focused on the sustainability of charter schools, particularly the 
growing charter school networks that are demonstrating outstanding results with challenging 
students. In many communities these schools and networks enjoy an increasing market share, 
and their outcomes are changing the debate about what is possible in education and the levels 
of achievement that should be expected from low-income youngsters. 

As a result, these schools face a variety of political criticisms. However, there is a substantive 
question that demands the attention of policymakers: Can these networks scale up and 
become financially sustainable? While some charter school networks are running surpluses 
because of productivity and other improvements, more than half have slowed their growth 
and postponed the point at which they expected to be sustainable purely on public dollars . 1 
This has led some critics to write the concept off as a marginal or hopelessly challenged idea 
that cannot achieve substantial impact at scale. In fact, the story is much more complicated. 
Unpacking the financial side of charter school networks and better understanding its various 
dimensions reveals the complexity of the issue and the implications for philanthropic strategy 
and public policy. 

To date, most of the analysis of the finances of these schools is anecdotal and does not account 
for some basic dimensions of the issue — in particular, the shortfall charter schools face in 



